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'Brug lha rgyal - Tibetan Dancer 

Sgrol ma yag ^jaj'sruwi 


Abstract 

Sgrol ma yag (b. 1995) from Rta nag (Heimahe) Township, Gser chen 
(Gonghe) County, Mtsho lho (Hainan) Tibetan Autonomous 
Prefecture, Mtsho sngon (Qinghai) Province, China interviewed her 
brother ('Brug lha rgyal, b. 1993) through WeChat during the winter 
holiday of 2018-2019. She describes her brother's life, particularly his 
experiences with dance in Mtsho sngon and beyond. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I (Sgrol ma yag) was born in 1995 in Rta nag (Heimahe) Township, Gser 
chen (Gonghe) County, Mtsho Iho (Hainan) Tibetan Autonomous 
Prefecture, Mtsho sngon (Qinghai) Province, PR China. I interviewed my 
brother, 'Brug lha rgyal, through WeChat during the winter holiday of 2018- 
2019 to preserve an account of his life - particularly his experiences with 
dance. 

"Family" means love, but beyond that, it is absolute trust, a sense 
of belonging, security, motivation, and identity. As we grow older, we often 
leave our family members. My brother, sister, and I were together before 
we went to school. Today, our ambitions and busy lives have torn us apart. 


BACKGROUND 

My name is 'Brug lha rgyal. My family members call me 'Brug kho. I 
was born in 1993 in a herding area located in Rta nag Township, Gser 
chen (Gonghe) County, Mtsho lho (Hainan) Tibetan Autonomous 
Prefecture, Mtsho sngon (Qinghai) Province, China. 

Before attending school, I herded yaks with my older sister, Klu 
mo tshe ring (b. 1989), on the mountains and herded calves near our 
home. To escape the tedium of herding, we often played together. 
Sometimes each of us made a round house with stones and then 
pretended to be the families we imagined living there. We also herded 
calves with neighboring children, and after driving the calves some 
distance from our homes, we played together. Most of us imitated yaks 
and butted each other. 

Uncle Klu 'bum rgyal (b. 1980) and I went to herd yaks near 
Mtsho sngon po, (Qinghai Lake). 1 The land had not been divided 
among families at that time, so we grazed our livestock wherever we 


1 Central Asia's largest mountain lake without a river outlet is located in a 
depression of the Qilian Mountains and has a surface elevation of about 
3,200 meters above sea level (https://bit.ly/2MnZxHG, accessed 29 July 
2019). 
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wanted. Uncle Klu 'bum rgyal asked me to provoke Klu rgyal (b. 1986, 
today he is my aunt's husband) because he didn't like him. I didn't 
understand, but I didn't ask. First, I said bad things, such as "Kla'u 
rgan, rkaun tus" 'You are stupid, you are a thief." 

Klu rgyal ignored me, so I threw stones at him. When he finally 
got angry and scolded me, Uncle came, and they fought. 

One summer day, as Uncle and I herded yaks on the mountains, 
he told me to mount one. Yaks look gentle grazing on the grassland, 
but they can easily become wild, and when mounted, they may buck 
crazily. My yak ran from the others and then turned back, frightening 
the other yaks. I firmly gripped the yak's hair, but soon fell to the 
ground as if in a dream. When I regained consciousness, Uncle asked 
me how I felt. When he saw that I was crying, he scolded, "A real man 
never cries!" 

As I quietly wiped my tears away, Uncle said, "Don't tell 
anybody what happened today, OK? Otherwise, they won't let us herd 
together." 

I agreed. 

When summer was over, the locals began preparing to move to 
our autumn pasture. Herding yaks was not easy at this time when I was 
six years old. There wasn't much grass and the weather was getting 
cold. 

One rainy, windy day, Mother (Sgrol ma mtsho, b. 1972) and I 
drove our yaks up a mountainside and then we found a small place to 
avoid the cold weather under our plastic raincoats. I slept as Mother 
chanted. While I was enjoying my nap, Mother roused me and said, 
"Our yaks have gone over the mountain. You're quicker than me, so go 
first and stop them from running. I'll follow." 

I sprang ed up and rushed up the mountain. I felt less worried 
when I saw some of them slowly moving away. I shouted, ”Dgo! Dgo! 
Dgo! 'Stop! Stop! Stop!'" and chased them, believing they would hear 
me and stop running. When I finally got in front of them, I couldn't 
speak for several days. My condition slowly improved, but Mother says 
she has never forgotten the sound of me shouting to the yaks to stop 
them from running. 
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My father (Tshe brtan rgyal b. 1970) has three sisters who are 
all illiterate. He is a good herder and has countless stories to tell from 
his years of herding. Here is one: 

When I was seventeen [1987], my father told me to drive the krom 'male 
sheep' back home because the sheep-mating period was over. We had 
employed a herder to graze our male sheep during summer and autumn. 
My family had around twenty krom, and we drove them home in winter. 
When I reached Skya lung Valley, it was almost dark. Suddenly my horse 
whinnied, and the sheep stopped and huddled together. It was soon dark. 
I looked around and through the dimming light could just make out several 
wolves. As I quickly drove the sheep, the wolves drew closer and closer. 
Stories about wolves attacking and eating people and their horses and 
livestock came to my mind. I imagined that the wolves, now near me, 
would devour my horse and sheep and then devour me! 

A wolf appeared on one side and disappeared, and then another 
appeared on the other side. I didn't know what to do. The sheep were 
bunched together, and the wolves were very near. I had only a pack of 
cigarettes and some matches. I lit a cigarette. It glowed in the dark, and 
the wolves moved away a bit. After it went out, they closed in again. I lit 
one cigarette after another until we got near a home at which point dogs 
began barking, and the wolves pulled away. 

Mother married Father when she was seventeen in an arranged 
marriage. Mother did not see Father until the wedding. She never 
attended school, but she learned to read by listening to her 
grandparents chanting. 

Mother works very hard. Grandmother said that in the first 
years of her marriage, Mother had a hard time because Father was 
often not at home. She herded during the day and did home chores at 
night. Many things happened to her, but I never asked her to tell me 
about them. I look forward to eventually learning more about her 
experiences. 

Mother is a great cook. Wherever I go, I think about Mother's 
pan zi 'meat dumplings' and bread baked in ashes outside our house. I 
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have eaten countless types of dumplings and bread, but nothing tastes 
as good as Mother's dumpling soup with its thick dumpling wrappers 
and the right amount of salt. 

My oldest sister, Klu mo tshe ring, is now a herder. Although 
she and I attended primary school together, she did not go back to 
school until she was fifteen and enrolled in a class designed for 
students who had never been to school before. The students were 
housed in the school dormitory and ate in the cafeteria. Like many of 
the older illiterate students, she did not stay long. When her teachers 
came to our summer pasture and asked her to return, Mother 
whispered, "If you really don't want to return to school, cry near the 
female-yak enclosure. Then your father and the teachers won't force 
you." 

Today, she lives with her husband and their son and regrets not 
attending school. 

Sgrol ma yag is my younger sister. We once stole a package of 
father's cigarettes before we drove the sheep out to graze. We tried to 
smoke them all while herding. When it was time to drive the sheep 
back home, some cigarettes were left. I said we had to finish them, or 
Father would find them. We connected them, lit one end, and smoked. 
After a while, Sgrol ma yag cried and stopped smoking. I forced her to 
finish, and then we chewed some grass, which we thought would 
disguise the odor of the smoke. Later that night, she couldn't speak or 
eat anything. 


I START SCHOOL 

I began attending Rta nag Primary School when I was six. One day at 
noon, one of my cousins returned from school for lunch, so I asked 
about the school. He said it was very nice and described all the fun 
things he did there. After we finished eating, I went with him to school. 
When we got near, he said we were late, so he threw his backpack over 
the wall and pulled me over. Some students looked at me in a strange 
way when I entered the classroom with Cousin. Other students were 
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chatting while others read. The teacher came with a book and a short 
stick. When he stood in front of us, students stood up together and said 
something together. I just sat there comfortably until Cousin pulled me 
up. As the teacher talked, I looked out the window and noticed many 
children my age playing. I wanted to go out, but Cousin whispered that 
I couldn't until the teacher was gone. I waited and waited. Finally, the 
teacher left and I hurried to join the playing children. I didn't realize 
how long I had played until my paternal grandfather (Bio ldan, b. 1928) 
came and said, "We looked for you everywhere. Our neighbor told us 
you left with your cousin. Don't do it again, OK? Let's go home now." 

"No! I don't want to go back, I want to stay here," I declared. 

Grandfather didn't force me, so I stayed with Cousin that night 
at school. 

The next morning, Grandfather brought a small, PLA 2 bag for 
books and pens. He talked with the principal, who agreed that I could 
stay at the school. I was excited and joyful when Grandfather told me 
I could stay. 

Children's Day (June first) came and went with activities such 
as dancing, singing, and sports like running, tug-of-war, and so forth. 
Students' parents came and were an attentive audience. 

Teachers liked me to participate in dance programs. Everything 
about dancing intoxicated me. I felt joyful when I danced in colorful 
and special styles of clothing while leaping and spinning. At that time, 
girls did not dance as energetically as the boys. I was so proud of my 
dancing. When dancers came and performed during festivals from 
time to time, I admired them and imagined that I was one of them. 

After primary school, most of my classmates moved to the 
County Town to attend junior high school. One sunny morning, Father 
and I boarded the local bus and went to the County Town to register. 
After we reached the school, Father asked the gatekeeper where to 
register. The gatekeeper pointed to a tall, magnificent building and 
said, "That building," in a strange, hoarse voice. 

When we got to the fourth floor of the building, we found many 
students lined up with their parents. In the early afternoon, we had 


2 People's Liberation Army. 
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finished all that the teachers had asked us to do. After a meal together, 
Father escorted me back to the school and then left. When I returned 
to my dormitory, most of the students were preparing for evening self- 
study, which I had never heard of before. I followed them to the 
classroom, where we sat together and chatted. I was sitting in a corner 
with one of my dormmates when a teacher came and told us to 
introduce ourselves. The teacher, who was our head teacher, talked 
about school rules and classes. 

The next day, we began seven days of military training. I never 
had a chance to dance in middle school. What I remember most about 
the school is the way that I spent my weekends. I watched movies all 
day in a room for one yuan. During lunchtime, I ran back to school, ate 
with friends, and then rushed back to watch movies until midnight, 
and sometimes until the next morning. 

At that time, my family had no TV. We often borrowed DVDs 
and VCDs 3 from small stores and watched them at the home of my 
uncles. When I was at home during the day, our parents told us to keep 
an eye on our livestock and at night, ordered us to bed early. At the 
place that showed films, in contrast, nobody disturbed us until it was 
time to pay the one yuan. 


DANCE SCHOOL IN ZI LING (XINING) CITY 

After two years of middle school, I had the opportunity to enroll in a 
dance school in Zi ling City. During the first class, I realized that dance 
was not as easy as I had thought. There was a lot of painful, hard 
training. When I practiced, the teacher watched, offering a stream of 
corrections. I felt tired and fed up, although I felt better when the 
teacher gave me a little credit for improving. But it was still hard. I had 
secretly planned to leave and find another school to learn something 
easier, but I had no idea where to go. It was a sad time as I continued 
to make plans. 


3 Video Compact Disc. 
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My family members were happy that I was able to attend a 
dance school because they believed this would lead to a good job four 
years later, which encouraged me to persist. One week, two weeks, one 
month... gradually training became part of my daily life, and I felt 
comfortable after training. My sweat made me feel comfortable and 
cool. I loved Tibetan and Mongolian dances because the melodies 
made me feel restful and calm. The Mongolian music of Hexige 4 was 
wonderful and made me feel better when I was homesick. Sometimes, 
I lay in bed, imagining dancing to his slow melodies, which relaxed me. 

In time, I enjoyed my life but, finally, the day came when I 
graduated and had to go somewhere else. I moved to the Rma lho 
(Huangnan) Song and Dance Troupe, located in Reb gong (Tongren) 
Town, Rma lho Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Mtsho sngon 
Province and began a new life, participating in large performances in 
Taiwan, Beijing, and Shanghai. The way that I evaluated dance was 
changing. Dance not only helped me enjoy the music and colorful 
costumes, but it also communicated my emotions and expressed my 
culture. The dancers who could truly transmit their feelings and 
identities to the audience were the ones I admired most. When I tried 
to do the same thing, I wasn't nervous or tired. 

I greatly admired Pad ma rgya mtsho, 5 who has his own dance 
troupe in Beijing. Every part of his dance made me feel comfortable 
and relaxed. Snowland Heroes is one of his works. He commented that 
the inspiration for this creation was from an oil painting of a group of 
men wearing Tibetan robes walking together amid falling snowflakes 
that covered the sky, the land, and their robe collars. In this pure, quiet 
world, one man looks back with an innocent dark face and white teeth. 
The spirit of this painting reminded him of home and inspired him to 
create a new dance to express his homesickness. I performed this 
dance with some of my former classmates at my former school in 
December 2017. It was recorded for the 2018 Lunar New Year 
celebration. 


4 For a photo, see https://bit.ly/2MlT2Fq (accessed 29 July 2019). 

5 Founder of Beijing Wanma Dance Troupe, a member of the Chinese 
Dancers Association, and a professor at Northwest Nationalities University. 
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In December of 2012, a teacher advised me to go to Gor mo 
(Ge'ermu, Golmud) City located in the center of Mtsho sngon Province, 
where the salary was better than where I was working, so I moved and 
worked for the Gor mo City Song and Dance Troupe as a performer. I 
appreciated the people I worked with there. The weather was very dry, 
and there was little rain in summer, but this didn't disturb my work. I 
went home once a year, during the winter holiday. My co-workers and 
teachers stressed that I had good basic dance skills and talent. 
However, I felt something was lacking in my life. 

One day, two friends came to visit me in Gor mo. We had dinner 
together, and they asked if I would take the college entrance 
examination. We talked a lot that night. I was confused and asked one 
of my leaders for advice. Finally, I decided to take the exam, reasoning 
that I could learn many things at university, and would have many 
chances to improve myself. It is almost impossible to get a good job 
without a diploma, and I continued to want to be a great dancer. I 
focused on preparing for the written exam and the dance exam, and 
borrowed preparation books from my friends. Having little 
background and understanding of math and geography, I decided to 
leave work and find a school to better prepare for the exam. I contacted 
a friend whose mother located a training school. With some friends, 
we moved and studied there for about three months. The teachers were 
Chinese and the subjects were taught in Chinese. I had a hard time, 
especially with math. When the exam date was close, I left the training 
school and went home for several days before taking the exam. I also 
had the dance exam in Zi ling at Mtsho sngon Normal University, 
which I passed. 

My friend and I rented a room in our County Town for four days. 
We got up early in the morning and took a taxi to the exam site. Before 
entering the rooms, guards checked every person who had any relation 
with the exam. We were only allowed to bring ID cards and pens into 
the exam room. The first examination subject was math, and I was 
nervous. I guessed at the answers. There were two invigilators and a 
big camera in the corner that recorded our every move. Many leaders 
came into the room again and again. Sometimes they checked our ID 
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cards, which made me more anxious. After the exam, I worried about 
what I would do if I failed. A month later, I was notified I had passed. 
It was a very happy moment. 


LIFE AT THE DANCE INSTITUTE OF NORTHWEST 
NATIONALITIES UNIVERSITY IN LAN GRU (LANZHOU) 

The first time I met my classmates, we introduced ourselves. There 
were fifty-three students (eighteen males, thirty-five females). At the 
beginning of the semester, I felt a lot of pressure. My classmates were 
of different ethnic groups. We had classes in Chinese folk dance, dance 
psychology, dance education, ethnic folk dance, basic dance training, 
dance drama, ballet, classical dance, and modern dance. 

In the second semester, ten women and ten men from our 
department joined a cultural exchange activity in Russia. I was chosen 
for this. After I returned, I began creating my own works for which I 
received some awards, which encouraged me to move forward. 

Now in 2019, I work in an art troupe 6 in Shenzhen City, 
Guangdong Province, teaching the performers in the troupe. The 
audiences for performances include dancers, singers, and tourists. My 
job is to teach and perform twice a week and during festivals. I like my 
job, my colleagues, the weather, and the food. I meet many people from 
different places, and I learn a lot besides dance. I hope to improve 
myself and create my own works while living a simple life. Life is 
practice for who we are going to be. 


6 Shenzhen shi dongbu huaqiaocheng yishu tuan. 
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PHOTOGRAPHS 


FIG 1 (left). 'Brug lha rgyal (left) with his sisters, Sgrol ma yag (center) 
and Klu mo tshe ring (right) (~1997, Bkra shis 'bum's home in Rta nag 
Township, Gser chen County, Mtsho sngon Province, unknown 
photographer). FIG 2 (right). 'Brug lha rgyal (center). "My mother said 
when I was around five that I often went to the county town with my 
Aunt Lha skyid yag and her husband, Rdo ije tshe brtan. I was an only 
son, so they spoiled me. My aunt's husband, whom we call A'ba 'father', 
bought my white hat. Whenever I saw that they were preparing to go 
somewhere, I rushed back home to put on new clothes. An old Chinese 
photographer in our County Town took the photo (right). I am with my 
cousin's wife, 'Brug mo tshe ring (left) and a paternal cousin (G.yu 
mtsho rgyal, right) (~1995, Rta nag Township). 
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FIG 3. 'Brag lha rgyal (left), Dgra 'dul thar (b. -1985, center) a local 
friend and a cousin, Snying rtse rgyal (b. -1987, right), pose for a photo 
in a studio in Chab cha Town, the capital of Mtsho lho Prefecture. 
"When we were in middle school, we liked to go outside the school 
campus and eat with friends" (~2004, unknown photographer). 
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FIG 4. 'Brug lha rgyal (3 rd from left, front row) with classmates in Zi 
ling (2007, unknown photographer). 
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FIG 5. 'Brug lbha ryal (center), Bad ma rgyal (left), and Tshe b+ha 
(right). "We took this picture with new clothes on the way back to 
school after celebrating Teachers' Day" (2007, photo studio in Zi ling). 
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FIG 6. 'Brug lha rgyal (left, 3 rd row from the front) Nadamu (2009, 
Rma lho (Henan) Mongolian Autonomous County, Rma lho Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture, Mtsho sngon Province, unknown 
photographer). 
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FIG 7. 'Brug lha rgyal (blue mask) Nuo opera (2010, Beijing, unknown 
photographer). 



FIG 8. 'Brug lha rgyal (right), after participating in the 3 rd Ethnic 
Minority Art Show, with a friend, Tshe ring rdo ije, in the Great Hall 
of the People (2010, Beijing, unknown photographer). 
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FIG 9. Fox-skin hats are taboo in my home area. I wore this hat shortly 
after a performance in Beijing (2010, unknown photographer). 



FIG 10. 'Brug lha rgyal (left, in black coat). With friends in Beijing 
(2010, unknown photographer). 
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FIG 11. 'Brug lha rgyal (second from left) "The Old Man" - a Tibetan 
opera (2010, Beijing, unknown photographer). 



FIG 12. 'Brug lha rgyal (left). After a performance with a friend, 'Jam 
dbayngs tshe ring, in Beijing (2010, Beijing, unknown photographer). 
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FIG 13. 'Brag lha rgyal (pouring sand). "Sand Dance" (2013, Gor mo 
City). 





FIG 14. 'Brag lha rgyal (with an ax). "Dance fills my life with hope and 
dreams. Behind each achievement is a long train of pain. I never 
underestimate the power of practice" (2013, Gor mo City). 
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FIG 15. Rehearsal for a dance competition (December 2014, the Dance 
Institute of Northwest Nationalities University, unknown 
photographer). 



FIG 16. 'Brug lha rgyal (2 nd left, back row). "My classmates at college" 
(December 2014, the Dance Institute of Northwest Nationalities 
University, unknown photographer). 
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FIG 17. 'Brug lha rgyal (center) "Princess Wencheng" (October 2015, 
Beijing Meilanfang Theatre). 
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FIG 18. 'Brug lha rgyal "Princess Wencheng" (October 2015, Beijing 
Meilanfang Theatre). 
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FIG 19. 'Brag lha rgyal (left) Tang and Tibetan armies (October 2015, 
Beijing Meilanfang Theatre, a screengrab from 
http://www.chinadance.cn, 9 November 2019). 



FIG 20. "Mongolian dances are among my favorites" (2015, Lan gru 
City, unknown photographer). 
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FIG 21 & 22. "Dance gives me a sense of belonging, no matter where I 
go or who I am with" (2015, Rta nag Township). 
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FIG 23. 'Brug lha rgyal (center, right of older man). "Surround yourself 
with people you want to emulate" (2015, with classmates and teacher, 
the Dance Institute of Northwest Nationalities University, unknown 
photographer). 


FIG 24. 'Brug lha rgyal (row 2, 2nd from right). Final exam. The 
caption reads Wudao xueyuan zhuanyeke qimo gongkai kaoshi huibao 
'Dance Institute Professional Class Final Public Examination Report' 
(2016, the Dance Institute of Northwest Nationalities University, 
unknown photographer). 
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FIGS 25 & 26. "You know if you do not practice for even one day. If you 
don't practice for two days, your peers know. If you don't practice for 
three days, the audience knows" (2016, Lan gru City, unknown 
photographer). 
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FIG 27. 'Brug lha rgyal (5 th from right, 2 nd row) with football team 
(2016, Lan gru City, unknown photographer). (2016, Lan gru City, 
unknown photographer). 



FIG 28. 'Brug lha rgyal (left front, standing). "Snowland Heroes" (2017, 
Lan gru City, unknown photographer). 



Tibetan Terms 


'brug kho 
'brug lha rgyal 

'brug mo tshe ring q^j'2fao'%;j 
'jam dbayngs tshe ring 
bkra shis 'bum 
bio ldan 
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chab cha aw® 


dgo dgo dgo 
dgra 'dul thar 
g.yu mtsho rgyal 
gor mo 
gser chen 

kla'u rgan, rkun thus ^ 

ldu 'bum rgyal 

klu mo tshe ring 2 J'£r 3 oR^'| 

klu rgyal jp*l| 

krom ^ 5 )| 

lan gru «l^j 

lha skyid yag 

mtsho lho atf| 

mtsho sngon po 

mtsho sngon 

pad ma rgya mtsho 

pad ma rgyal 

pan zhi 

rdo ije tshe brtan 
reb gong 
rma lho 
rta nag 

sgrol ma mtsho 
sgrol ma yag |j«j' 5 tuwj 
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skya lung 
snying rtse rgyal 
tshe b+ha aT'^j 
tshe brtan rgyal 
tshe ring rdo ije 
zi ling 


Chinese Terms 
Beijing jh/jC 

Beijing wanma wudao jutuan J 13 ] 

Ge'r mu shi gewutuan -ffc# 01 

Gansu 3 f' 7 fr 
Gong he -&■%> 

Hainan 

Hexige 

Huangnan # ill 
Huangnan gewutuan 
Lanzhou 3 H 

Meilanfang da juyuan % ;kt£'J ! 5 t 

Nadamu 

Nuowu ## 

Qinghai 
Shanghai _fc.$jr 
Shawu 3 }'# 

Shenzhen shi dongbu huaqiaocheng yishu tuan i 5 " 

d30] 

Taiwan £ >f 
Tongren I s ] -f- 

Wudao xueyuan zhuanyeke qimo gongkai kaoshi huibao 1%-^ 

Xining 33 't 
X ueyu hanzi '§’ iil 
Yuan it 
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